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PUSHING THE LIMITS
One Sunday morning at the beginning of worship, the pastor announced to the congregation that their Bishop had just appointed him to another church and he would be leaving soon. Well, after the service, a woman came up to him and expressed her dismay at his leaving. The pastor graciously responded, “Oh, I’m sure the bishop will send you someone who’s a far better preacher and pastor than I am.”

“No, no”, the woman replied, “that won’t happen and that can’t happen.”

Hearing these words from the woman the pastor’s instincts told him not to pursue the woman’s comment, but he couldn’t resist and so he asked, “Oh. why not?”

“Because I’ve been here for five pastors now, and each one was worse than the last.”

We human beings always face limits in life, and it is also true that we human beings are always tempted to push beyond our limits. The pastor in this story knew in his heart he shouldn’t pursue the woman’s comment, but he just couldn’t resist and pushed the limit. Consequently, he learned something that he probably would have been better off not knowing.

The scriptural account of Jesus facing the devil which is before us today is also a story about limits. It is a story about the temptation we all face: To push the limits which God has established for us.
Let us put this story fresh in our thoughts. After spending forty days in the wilderness alone, Jesus was hungry, Jesus was lonely for company, and after spending so much time alone with his thoughts and with God he must have been very much aware of the challenges he was about to face in his public ministry as the Son of God. 

So, as he completed his time of prayer and fasting in the wilderness, Jesus would have been keenly aware of the limits he was about to face in his coming public ministry. We know he faced at least these three limits. Jesus would not flaunt God’s miracle-working power, he would not enter the political fray, and since God is a God of freedom he would not force anyone to believe.

Given these limits, even though Jesus wanted to feed all of the hungry people in the world, he knew there would still be hungry people no matter what he did. Obeying these divine limits there would be no widespread miracle working. God’s power is not magic.
Given these limits, he knew that injustice and oppression would persist regardless of his efforts. Even though Jesus wanted to reform the political systems of the world to bring them in line with God’s will, the divine limits told him he would not become an earthly king.

Keeping these limits in mind, he knew that God’s will would not allow him to coerce, or force people to receive the Good News that God loved them and forgave them their sin. Indeed, even though Jesus had received baptism, and as Luke 4:1 informs us, “was full of the Holy Spirit”, there would be some who rejected him. God’s limits meant that he would not use his supernatural power to avoid his coming passion.

So, then, filled with the Holy Spirit and quite aware of the limits God had set before him for his earthly ministry, Jesus then has his encounter with the tempter, the devil. The devil has come to Jesus to offer Jesus a way to break through the limits established by God. 

You see, when the devil came to Jesus, it is almost as if he said to Jesus, “All right Jesus, you want to feed people? Then, all you have to do is use your God-given power to turn stones into bread. Just do that and everybody will have enough to eat.

Or, “Okay Jesus, you want to better govt. in the world? Then, all you have to do is make use of your God-given power and make yourself the political ruler of the world’s kingdoms.

And with the third temptation to jump from the pinnacle of the temple trusting that the angels would stop him before he hit the ground. “So Jesus, you really want people to believe in you and your message of love and forgiveness? Then, all you need to do is make use of your God-given power and make people  believe in you and you can avoid all this suffering you will face in Jerusalem.

You see, the devil was tempting Jesus with a sure-fire way to accomplish everything Jesus actually wanted to do in the world. The only catch was that Jesus would have to push beyond the limits God had set for his ministry. Jesus had the power to do anything he wanted to do - he was filled with the power of the Holy Spirit - yet even Jesus faced limits. To accept the devil’s offer, he would have to ignore the limits imposed by God. 

When Jesus was faced with this offer by the tempter, how did he decide to reject it? How did Jesus know what the limits were? Jesus turned to scripture to learn the limits. Jesus answered each temptation by drawing from scripture to discern the limits God had established.

The temptation Jesus faced to use God’s power for his own ends rather than to fulfill God’s Will is the same temptation each of us also face. As baptized Christians, as people who recognize and accept that God loves us and forgives us of our sin, we too are filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. Through the gift of the Holy Spirit we too have enormous power available to us. 

Not unlike Jesus, once we have been washed in God’s grace and filled by the Holy Spirit, then we too face the temptation to use that power for our own ends, to meet our agenda’s, to do things our way and not God’s way.

The temptations Jesus faced; to feed people, to make political change, to force acceptance of God’s love, these were all were attractive to him. Temptations are always attractive. However, as with all temptations, they came with a price; to reject God and to place his trust in the ways of this world. 

A temptation is always an invitation to rise not to fall. Fred Craddock, in his commentary on Luke writes, “The tempter in Eden did not ask, `Do you want to be like the devil?’ but “Do you want to be like God?” 


Let us never lose sight of something fundamentally true about evil; it is always attractive and inviting. It is dangerous to forget that the image of evil is always intentionally deceptive. The devil which Jesus faced was not some pointy-eared creature in a red suit with a pitch fork, or a hairy beast with cloven feet. The devil which Jesus faced did not promise him that he would fail to offer salvation to all of creation if only he would accept the devil’s temptations. Instead, the devil Jesus faced was in the guise of a good friend offering him exactly what he wanted in life; to feed people, to create a more just world, and to have everyone believe in God. 

When Jesus turned the devil down and resisted temptation, he was not turning down some evil looking scary monster and rejecting things he did not want in the first place. When Jesus resisted temptation he was resisting someone who appeared as a good friend and was offering him exactly what he wanted. It was to that person that Jesus turned and said, “Satan, get behind me!” 

As we confront evil in our lives, we face the same dilemma as did Jesus. If evil were obvious to us, like a devil in a red suit or a devil with cloven feet, then resisting evil would be of no real concern. We could clearly see it and avoid it. The temptations we face always appear positive and innocent. In fact, if they did not seem attractive and luring then they would not be temptations at all. 

What are the temptations you face? Have you ever caught yourself trying to justify something you wanted to do, even though your instincts, your baptized identity as a child of God told you otherwise? If so, then in all likelihood, you stood face to face with evil.

Have you ever told yourself, “It couldn’t hurt to skip out of work just this once.” 

“It couldn’t hurt to fudge these numbers just this once.” 

“It couldn’t hurt to take on this rich but sleazy client.” 

“It couldn’t hurt to take out my frustrations on the kids just this once.” 

“It couldn’t hurt to act now and pray later, just this once.” 

“It couldn’t hurt to stay home from church this Sunday, after all I need some time for myself don’t I?” 

There are, of course, countless other situations in which we confront evil. Inherently, the specific temptations we face are particular to our individual lives, but the character of evil has several key points which should give us pause when we experience them. 
· It is always something we want to do. 

· It is always something that we can somehow justify. 

· It is always attractive and often appears to be too inconsequential to really count in God’s eyes. 

· Evil is also always something that causes us to place our will ahead of God’s will.

The devil did not tempt Jesus to do naughty things. He tried to convince Jesus to use his status as a spirit-filled child of God in ways that would benefit Jesus, and not in terms of mission or service to God. He tried to convince Jesus that he was above the limits God had placed before him.

The same is true for us. The devil tries to convince us that we are basically really good people, that when all is said and done we really aren’t sinful just because we told a little lie or compromised our principles “just this once”. The devil tries to convince us that we aren’t really affected by temptation because we can always rely on God’s grace to see us through in the end.

However, if even Jesus was truly tempted (as he surely was), then can we really convince ourselves that we are above temptation?
Even though we are baptized, even though we have been filled with the power of the Holy Spirit, We nonetheless face temptation. We all must confront the force of evil in our lives. None of us are exempt from the task of confronting evil and resisting temptation. Even though we were once powerfully washed in the cleansing waters of baptism, not unlike our Lord Jesus Christ, we will always be forever tempted by evil. It is one of the limits God has placed before us. AMEN.
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